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Abstract
This article examines the Boxer Codex (BC, ca. 1590), which is a manuscript that contains illustrations
and narratives describing ethnic groups of the western Pacific islands and continental Southeast and East
Asia. The article examines the codex in relation to early modern costume books by examining the role
that images played in the creation of ethnographical knowledge. Divided into four parts, the first and
second sections examine the opening foldout drawing and the first account of the codex, which both deal
with the native people of the Ladrones Islands. The third part put the codex in dialogue with other Iberian
manuscripts and it focuses on cases that incorporate images made by native artists. The last section
analyses how the codex depicts costumes and body ornaments to fabricate ethnic and gender
distinctions. After analyzing the relationship established between images and words, I argue that visual
depictions in the Boxer codex played the role of visual arguments that enabled the author to fabricate and
make visible ethnic differences.
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Visual Arguments and Entangled
Ethnographies in the Boxer Codex
Miguel Ibá ñez A r istondo

Villanova University

I

n the nineteenth century, scholars interested in the histories of
Asia and the Americas began to rediscover and study early modern
manuscripts preserved in libraries, private collections, and monasteries.
Like the ruins unearthed by archeologists after long periods of obscurity,
these codices provided new sources of information about early modern Iberian exploration, encounter, and expansion in the Americas and Asia, and
propelled research in new directions. The history of one of these manuscripts, now housed in the Lilly Library at Indiana University Bloomington
(LMC 2444) and known as the Boxer Codex, reflects this emerging interest
in the material culture of the early modern world. In 1947, Charles R. Boxer
(1904–2000) acquired the unknown illustrated manuscript that was subsequently named after him. Boxer was a historian of Dutch and Portuguese
maritime history and the head of British army intelligence in Hong Kong
during the years leading up to World War II. On 10 July 1947, he acquired
the codex at an auction in London by Hodgson’s House, where it was listed
as “item 60: Oriental ms.” Boxer rebaptized the codex as the “Manila Manuscript” and described his new acquisition in an article published in 1950.1
Produced in the Philippines around the year 1590, the Boxer Codex is a
manuscript volume that contains 270 pages of text written in Spanish but
1 Charles R. Boxer, “A Late Sixteenth Century Manila MS,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society of Great Britain and Ireland 1–2 (1950): 37–49.
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drawn from oral reports, accounts written originally in Spanish, and translations from Portuguese and Chinese sources. The codex contains seventy-five
color drawings of the inhabitants of the Ladrones (the present-day Mariana
Islands), the Philippines, Java, the Moluccas, and China; eighty-eight smaller
drawings of birds, animals, and mythological creatures; and a double-fold
drawing depicting a Spanish ship surrounded by the small canoes of the
native inhabitants of the Ladrones Islands. As observed by George Souza and
Jeffrey Turley in their edition of the codex, the manuscript volume is quarto
in size, employs Chinese paper, and is written in a simplified Procesal-style
script with italic humanist influences.2 Although the majority of the twenty-
two sections in the codex are anonymous, five are of known authorship, one
of these being Martín de Rada’s account of his voyage to China in 1575.
Apart from a Chinese bestiary and sections with blank pages, the volume’s
drawings precede their associated texts. In four instances, the text refers
explicitly to the illustrations, which suggests that one of the anonymous
authors may have been responsible for the compilation of materials and that
the images were commissioned to accompany the text.3
Because of the objective nature of descriptions and the lack of any apparent missionary zeal in their content, Boxer and subsequent examiners of the
codex concluded that the author of the first account describing the Ladrones
Islands was not a member of a religious order, but most likely a layperson.
Boxer further argued that the codex was likely commissioned by Gomez
Perez Dasmarinas, governor of the Philippines from about 1590 to 1593, and
his son and successor, Luis Pérez Dasmariñas, who governed between 1593
and 1603. In their 2016 edition of the codex, Souza and Turley proposed
another possible patron: Antonio de Morga, a Spanish lawyer and high-
ranking official in the Philippines from 1594 to 1604 as well as the author
of the Sucesos de las Islas Filipinas (1609), one of the most important works
on the early history of the Spanish colonization of the Philippines.4

2 George Bryan Souza and Jeffrey Scott Turley, The Boxer Codex: Transcription and Translation of an Illustrated Late Sixteenth-Century Spanish Manuscript Concerning the Geography, Ethnography and History of the Pacific, South-East Asia and East Asia (Leiden: Brill,
2016), 28.
3 Unless otherwise noted, I am using the English translation of Souza and Turley.
4 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 26–27.
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More recently, Loreto Romero argued that it was Martín de Rada
(1533–78), the Spanish missionary to the Philippines, who produced the
manuscript, asserting that its close affinities with numerous Chinese books
in his collection may have served as references for several sections of the
codex. Indeed, a large number of images in the codex seem to have been
copied from Chinese books. Souza and Turley observed that the Chinese
bestiary and the illustrations portraying deities in the codex were probably
drawn from The Classic of Mountains and Seas, the canonical account of
mythic geography and beasts in Chinese literature, and from two sixteenth-
century vernacular novels representative of the shenmo (gods and demons)
genre.5 Likewise, Romero noted that the section devoted to tributary
neighbors may be based on the Chinese genre of zhigong tu (illustrations of
tributaries).6
The key to understanding the Boxer Codex (hereafter BC) resides in its
images, which provide information vital for understanding the manuscript
project as a whole. Following Sachiko Kusukawa’s notion of “visual argument,” I will suggest that images of ethnic groups in the BC played a vital
role in developing the ethnographic knowledge presented by the combined
contents of the codex. In this respect, I examine the drawings of the BC not
as materials that illustrate the text, but instead as working objects that
themselves define what is worth looking at; such images use visual information to direct the attention of readers and observers toward specific characteristics that are presented as defining attributes of the ethnic groups in
question.
As this article will show, images included in the BC provide visual arguments that are developed in the author’s ethnographic account. The production and compilation of images in the BC represent an attempt to
identify and organize social types not simply through physical and/or biological features, but instead through the depiction of elements of costume
and body ornaments (clothes, weapons, tattoos, instruments, etc.), which
allow for distinctions between one group and the next. One can compare
5 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 33–34.
6 Loreto Romero, “The Likely Origins of the Boxer Codex: Martin de Rada and the
Zhigong Tu,” EHumanista 40 (2018): 117–33.
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the approach taken in the BC to popular costume books that circulated in
contemporary Europe. As Giorgio Riello has observed, costume books were
“one of the ways in which sixteenth-century Europeans thought about
space and time across localities, nations and continents and to a certain
extent appropriated such worlds.”7 Riello also noted that “costume books
are a form of what has been defined as ‘world-making’: a device through
which new notions of what present-day historians and social scientists refer
to as ‘the global’ were established in sixteenth-century Europe.”8 In this
article, I will examine the BC as a world-making device that not only
informed its users about distant peoples through depictions of costumes
and physical appearances, but also existed as part of a larger Iberian culture
of illustrated manuscripts that generated an entangled ethnographic language and shaped new ways of approaching the very construction of ethnic
identity and ethnic distinction in the early modern world.
In my examination of the BC, I will show that costumes and body ornaments play an essential role in the fabrication of such identities and distinctions. In doing so, my intention is to underline how body ornaments
represented a vital language not re-created merely by a single author who
traveled and interacted with a diversity of distant peoples, but produced
instead by a connected network of writers, travelers, local artists, informants, and translators. It is from this collective participation and through
a material culture of manuscripts that a new ethnographic language of ethnic
identity and ethnic distinction emerged in the early modern period. As
with the nascent discourses of botany and anatomy, this emergent ethnographic language did not simply enable authors to produce new information
and to expand knowledge about distant peoples; most importantly, it inflected
the formation of group identity and group difference in the Iberian world.
In this sense, one of the arguments developed in this article is that the
process of assigning ethnic identities to groups that converged in or emerged
from colonial relationships took place through a material culture that was
shaped by the entanglement of multiple gazes, languages, and ways of
7 Giorgio Riello, “The World in a Book: The Creation of the Global in Sixteenth-Century
European Costume Books,” Past Present 242, no. 14 (2019): 285.
8 Riello, “The World in a Book,” 284.
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depicting people that intersected at the local level in one of the hubs of the
Iberian world. Instead of reducing otherness to a single ethnocentric Iberian
gaze, this article argues that it was through local productions, colonial
mixture, and multiple gazes that an Iberian culture emerged as a dominant
paradigm for defining the languages of ethnic distinction and ethnic hierarchization in the early modern period.
Moreover, by emphasizing the costumes and body ornaments of ethnic
groups in the Philippines, the images in the BC establish a visually based
ethnographic rhetoric to describe and define these groups as “other” for
their contemporary European readers. Although the BC contains a number
of writings on other topics, such as Martín de Rada’s account of his travel
to China, a section on Chinese deities, and a Chinese bestiary, the visual
and textual descriptions of ethnic groups with their associated costumes
and physical characterizations are the dominant feature of the manuscript.
As such, they structure the volume’s ethnographic narrative by focusing on
the role that costumes and body ornaments played in distinguishing social,
gender, and racial identities.

Lineage, Species, and Body Ornaments
In instances where the author of the BC aims to define the specificities of a
particular ethnic group, visual distinctions generated by costume and body
ornaments are more relevant than the question of lineages and origins. This
emphasis on visual distinctions is evident in specific text-image relationships that underline the essential attributes of the groups described in the
manuscript. The first instance of this method of classification comes at the
beginning of the manuscript, which is devoted to the Ladrones Islands.9
The codex begins with the sentence “Este género de gente.” The deictic este

9 Ladrones, which literally means “thieves,” was the name of a group of fifteen volcanic
mountains in the western North Pacific Ocean that eventually became known as the Marianas
after the Spanish queen Mariana of Austria (1634–1696). It was not until the mid-seventeenth
century that Spaniards began to control the Mariana Islands and to call their inhabitants the
Chamorro.

Published by ScholarlyCommons, 2022

7

Manuscript Studies, Vol. 6 [2022], Iss. 1, Art. 4

Ibáñez Aristondo, Boxer Codex | 103

in this first sentence points the reader to the opening depicting a Ladrones
couple at the beginning of the first chapter. The term género was frequently
used to refer to human and animal species in early modern Hispanic sources.
For instance, the dictionary of Covarrubias (1611) identifies the term género
with the masculine and feminine gender and with what “is called species.”10
Applied to a large diversity of categories and themes, the term género is
one of the most frequently used words in the codex. It appears in thirty-
eight entries, throughout which the author uses it to develop typological
descriptions of people, objects, instruments, and animals, and to categorize
them within general groups and subcategories. For instance, the author
uses it when describing people from Brunei: “It should be made clear that
the kingdom of Brunei is not native, but is foreign. Thus there are two
kinds of people [géneros de gente] on the island. The first are the old natives,
whom we call Visayans, although it is not their custom to tattoo their bodies like the people of Cebu.”11 In this section, the author differentiates
between two types of people that inhabited the same islands, the old natives
(antiguos naturales) and those Muslims of foreign origin (advenedisos). The
author also uses the term género in a generic way, referring to “type of animals,” “type of clothes,” “type of iron,” “type of palms,” and “type of music.”
Thus, the term género as applied to ethnic groups suggests that the manuscript taxonomizes gentes not through a narrative of lineage and biblical
origins, as was common at the time in Iberian chronicles, but through a
more generic encyclopedic arrangement inspired by the taxonomies developed in the natural histories of the period.
The term género refers to the idea of “species” and suggests that the ethnographic approach of the codex is closer to classificatory methods developed
in botany, anatomy, and natural history of the period. In the second half of

10 Sebastian de Cobarruvias Orozco, Tesoro de la Lengua Castellana (Madrid: Luis Sanchez
impresor, 1611), 433v. “genero: comúnmente en Castellano se toma, por el sexo, como genero masculino, o Femenino, o por lo que en rigor se llama especie, como ay un genero de
carneros que tiene seys cuernos” (genero: generally refers to gender, such as masculine and
femenine gender, or to what in rigor is called species, as in there is a type [genero] of sheep
with six horns).
11 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 400.
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the sixteenth century, the use and integration of illustrations in the technical apparatus of knowledge production had become a critical tool for disciplines dealing with the classification of botanical and animal species.
Referring to the illustrated writings of the botanist Leonhart Fuchs and the
anatomist Andrea Vesalius, Sachiko Kusukawa has noted that these authors
were among the first to write explicitly about the role of illustration in the
formation of natural knowledge.12 According to Kusukawa, Fuchs and Vesalius introduced “specific text-image relationships that enriched their arguments,” so that in order to understand their works, “one had to learn how to
‘read’ pictures, which in turn made the text indispensable for understanding
them. Visual arguments thus presupposed a certain amount of learnedness
in their readers.”13 Although the images and material of the BC were not
necessarily addressed to people with a particular degree of prior knowledge
of Asian cultures, the codex provides a common language through which
readers in Spain could identify and integrate new knowledge and objects
related to the diversity of distant peoples from East Asia. In codices and
artifacts such as the BC, the primary language that allowed people to read
pictures and to acquire new ethnographic knowledge from them was that of
costume and body ornament. As in botanical treatises of plants featuring
colorful depictions of leaves and roots, the depiction of body ornaments
allowed the author to render ethnic attributes and ethnic distinctions visible.
Instead of treating pictures merely as evidence of observed ethnographic
subjects, the authors of the BC used illustrations as visual arguments that
shape an ethnographic language analogous to that of costume books in the
early modern world.
The BC begins with an oblong foldout illustration depicting a Manila
galleon in the Ladrones Islands (known since 1668 as the Marianas). The
folding illustration is followed by another diptych-like opening with an
illustration depicting one female and one male figure identified together as
“Ladrones,” a people inhabiting the Ladrones Islands later known as the
Chamorro. This opening is followed by a two-page account of the inhabitants
12 Sachiko Kusukawa, Picturing the Book of Nature: Image, Text, and Argument in Sixteenth-
Century Human Anatomy and Medical Botany (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), 3.
13 Kusukawa, Picturing the Book of Nature, 24.
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of the Ladrones Islands. The text also describes a maritime encounter that
took place in the year 1590, which is also depicted in the foldout illustration. The author writes: “Ships usually take on water in one of the ports of
these islands—many of these ports are excellent. And if the ships fail to do
so, as happened during this voyage in the year 1590 because there was no
lack of water (ships only come to port for that reason), the Ladrones row
two or three leagues out to sea in small boats so narrow that they are less
than two and a half spans wide and half a span high.”14 Instead of starting
with an image referring to Manila, the anonymous author begins with an
illustration of a maritime encounter in the Ladrones Islands. This opening
explicitly refers to travel from Acapulco to Manila and introduces a mobile
view point that enables the book’s narrative to encompass a large diversity
of groups. In addition to the Ladrones, the author identifies Negrillos,
Cagayans, Sambals, Visayans, Moors, Tagalogs, Japanese, Chinese, and Tatars
within the codex, as well as people from Brunei, the Maluku Islands, Java,
Aceh, Patani, and Siam. Although it includes materials and translations
from Portuguese and Chinese sources, the codex develops a Spanish perspective centered in Manila and the Philippines.
The author does not use the words linaje and casta (lineage and race), and
he does not engage in tracing the supposed biblical genealogies of the
peoples described. Instead, the author applies the category of gente to organize the large and heterogeneous ethnographic categories developed in the
codex. Numerous chronicles and codices concerning the Indies adopt the
terms casta and linaje, and they often focus on the biblical origins of Indians
and other nations. For instance, in the Nueva Corónica i Buen Gobierno,
Felipe Guamán Poma de Ayala applies the words casta and linaje to different
groups: Jews, Moors, Blacks, Mestizos, Cholos, and those of Indian lineage.
In the opening of the Nueva Corónica, Guamán Poma describes human
lineages, which refer back to Adam and Eve and to Noah’s Ark and his
descendants, by observing physical attributes and body ornaments of Indians, Spaniards, and other ethnic groups. In Guamán Poma’s Nueva Corónica,
which is a manuscript that also contains illustrations of male and female

14 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 304–5.
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characters, clothes and ornaments represent essential attributes that define
specific lineages and castas.15 For instance, when speaking about mestizajes
and possible descendants of Indians, Poma observes that if the daughter of
a noble Indian woman “would marry a Spaniard, or the widow, she can
neither be called doña nor wear a habit of that kind, but she has to dress in
the common habit, because she became mestiza and chola from a good lineage [casta] . . . and if she would marry a black or mulato, she has to be black
because she has turned into a lesser degree.”16 Although both the BC and
Poma’s chronicle integrate clothes within the detailed constructions of ethnic identities and hierarchies, Poma’s genealogical associations are absent in
the BC. Instead of concentrating on genealogies and the biblical origins of
ethnic groups, the BC belongs to an emerging genre that addresses the
construction of ethnic identities and distinctions through a language that
focuses on physical characteristics and body ornaments.
As David Nirenberg has pointed out, the Spanish terms raza, casta, and
linaje and their cognates in various Iberian romance languages “were already
embedded in identifiably biological ideas about animal breeding and reproduction in the first half of the fifteenth century.”17 In the BC, notions about
reproduction are also suggested through descriptions of male and female
figures. However, as mentioned previously, the principles that structure the
ethnic taxonomy of the codex are based not on genealogical distinctions
and bloodlines, but on physical attributes (skin color, size, strength, etc.)
and body ornaments (clothes, tattoos, objects, instruments, weapons, etc.).
As in botanical renderings, the depiction of specific physical attributes allows

15 For the question of male and female portraits in the Nueva Corónica, see Liza Piña Rubio,
“Retratos de parejas en la Primer nueva corónica y buen gobierno: Un margen descriptivo de
tipos humanos y razas en la cartografía de Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala,” Revista Historias del
Orbis Terrarum 10 (2015): 61–105.
16 Felipe Guamán Poma de Ayala, Nueva corónica y buen gobierno (Caracas: Biblioteca Ayacucho, 1980), 2:170 (758 [772]). My own translation: “Y ci casare su hija con español o la
biuda, no se llame doña ni se ponga el dicho áuito, cino que trayga el áuito común porque de
casta buena se hizo mestiza y chola. Y si se cazaren con yndio mitayo, sea mitaya, y se se casare
con negro o mulato, sea negra porque se tornó a más menos grado.”
17 David Nirenberg, Neighboring Faiths: Christianity, Islam, and Judaism in the Middle Ages
and Today (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014), 182.
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for the specific characterization of a particular group. In this sense, the BC
is part of an emergent early modern visual culture that used images as a
vital component in allowing authors to fabricate and situate group identities
and group differences. In this regard, and as Borja Franco and Francisco J.
Moreno have also discussed, the construction of identity through images in
the Iberian world was not limited to depictions of exotic ethnicities in distant worlds; it also had an impact on the evolution of the image of the
domestic morisco in Spain during the long sixteenth century.18 As in the
case of anatomy, botany, and zoology, the visual rhetoric of early modern
costume books progressively reoriented the practice of taxonomizing and
racializing ethnic groups in Iberian cultures by concentrating on visual
characteristics, as opposed to genealogical ones.

Nudities and Oceanic Encounters
As mentioned previously, the BC describes the Ladrones as a naked people.
In the first account, the author narrates an episode orally reported to him
in which the Spaniards captured one of the Ladrones: “It is also reported
that while they were trading with Spaniards on land, one of these Indians
stepped away from or got ahead of the rest, and three men wrapped their
arms around him in order to seize him and take him away with them.”19 In
the description, the author observes that these Indians are very stocky and
bigger than “us,” have very well-shaped bodies, but are very dark skinned.
By using the conjunction “pero,” the author opposes what he considers to be
the positive physical attributes and “pleasant appearance” of the Ladrones to
the negative connotations of their dark skin:
As I have said, they are much larger in stature than we are. They
are men with very well-shaped bodies, and even better legs; all of
the Indians of this land have been favored in this way. Their faces
18 Borja Franco Llopis and Francisco J. Moreno Díaz del Campo, Pintando al converso: La
imagen del morisco en la peninsula ibérica (1492–1614) (Madrid: Cátedra, 2019).
19 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 309–10.

https://repository.upenn.edu/mss_sims/vol6/iss1/4

12

Ibáñez-Aristondo: Visual Arguments and Entangled Ethnographies

108 | Manuscript Studies

are wide and flat, though of pleasant appearance, but these people
are very dark [morenos]. Their mouths are quite large, and they file
their teeth down so they are as sharp as dog teeth, if not sharper,
tinting them with a permanent red stain so that none of them will
fall out, even in old age. Others color their teeth black, the stain
having the same property as the red. The Moros of this land do the
same thing. They wear their hair very long. Some wear it loose,
while others knot it in the back. Neither the men nor the women
wear a stitch of clothing, or anything else. They go about exactly
how they came into the world. They bear few arms, nothing more
than their bows and arrows tipped with fish bone and a few small
javelins.20
In this description, the author compares the Ladrones with the Moros of
the Philippines, who also tinted their teeth black. Moreover, when describing the absence of clothes, the author uses the word género: “no bisten asi
hombres como mugeres genero de ropa ni otra cosa alguna.”21 The physical
description of the Ladrones, with their well-shaped bodies, dark skin, and
nakedness, is visually represented in two body portraits of the Ladrones and
in the foldout illustration. In the illustrations, the Ladrones are indeed
depicted naked and holding weapons, but with their sexual attributes hidden. The two figures are depicted similarly, with dark skin (except for red
lips), long hair, and prominent facial features (figs. 1 and 2). Unlike in other
portraits in the codex, the gender distinction between male and female is
not emphasized. The two figures are depicted holding weapons, a trait that
is mostly associated with male figures in the codex, and they do not present
differences of skin color between genders, in contrast to many other portraits in the codex.
The initial foldout illustration depicts the encounter with the Manila
galleon (fig. 3). The Ladrones are offering fish and coconuts to the Spaniards
aboard the ship. Moreover, the author describes the inhabitants’ watercraft

20 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 310.
21 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 42.
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Figure 1. Ladrones with spear. Bloomington,
Indiana University Bloomington, Lilly Library,
LMC 2444 (Boxer Codex), fol. 1v.

Figure 2. Ladrones with bow and arrows.
Bloomington, Indiana University Bloomington,
Lilly Library, LMC 2444 (Boxer Codex), fol. 2r.

in detail: “The accompanying drawing contains accurate depictions of these
boats, with bamboo counterweights on both sides to prevent them from
capsizing, but capsizing does not bother them because these people are like
fish in the water.”22 In the drawing, the seven small vessels and the naked
bodies of the Ladrones contrast sharply with the imposing aspect of the
Manila galleon, which is centrally placed and replete with depictions of
Spanish officials and sailors. As the only image depicting Spaniards in the
codex, the depiction emphasizes the Manila galleon and underscores the
distinctiveness of the arriving Spanish by contrasting them with an oceanic
environment of naked bodies and small boats.

22 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 305.
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Figure 3. Foldout image showing a Manila galleon arriving at the Ladrones Islands. Bloomington,
Indiana University Bloomington, Lilly Library, LMC 2444 (Boxer Codex), unnumbered foldout.

As in other illustrations of the period, the encounter with new worlds is
represented through the contrast between the nudity of native populations
in a natural environment and the sophistication of European technologies.
This contrast is emphasized by the author of the account, who repeatedly
refers to the Indians’ fascination with Spanish steel and weapons. In the
foldout drawing, the artist develops a well-k nown Iberian topic: encounters
with new worlds located in the Western Hemisphere. However, unlike other
depictions representing the arrival of Spaniards, the foldout drawing of the
BC adjusts this trope, creating a new visual rhetoric for a new setting. Following a technique typical of Chinese drawing and painting, which, as will be
discussed below, may be due to the influence of the sources that the author
appears to have consulted, the artist centers the Spanish galleon prominently
within the stylized waves of the sea. In this opening image, Spanish naval
dominance in the Pacific Ocean is the first and most evident theme.
Moreover, the artist of the BC depicts the crew of the galleon as white
and wearing clothes.23 Contrasting with other characters in the image, the
two figures on the upper deck of the ship are distinguished from the Indians by their placement and their distinctive clothing, namely their bombachos or gregüescos, a type of Spanish breeches for men that were in fashion
among officials in Spain in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.24 One
23 See representations of Iberian ships in Japanese Byōbu (folding screens) and Adriano de
las Cortés’s account of his travel from Manila to China.
24 Charles R. Boxer speculated that the author of this account might have been on board the
ship. Two ships left Acapulco for Manila on 1 March 1590, which is the year noted by the
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of these men is wearing a hat with feathers, another distinctive sign of high
rank. These two figures, probably representations of the new governor of
Manila Gómez Pérez Dasmariñas and his son (as suggested by Charles R.
Boxer), are clearly differentiated from the rest of the crew as they look at one
of the local inhabitants diving into the sea. This scene is narrated in the
account, when the author observes that “from the stern, or from other parts
of the ship, the people throw them lots of old nails and broken cask hoops.
This whole scene is quite something to behold, they grab onto the rope that
the iron is tied to and then, slicing through it with their teeth as if it were
butter, they tie on the coconuts or whatever is being requested of them using
hand signals.”25 Similarly, the author also mentions that “this was proven
during our encounter. And if a chunk of iron is tossed into the sea, they are
such great divers and swimmers that before it sinks too far, they retrieve it
and return to their boat.”26 Such events are depicted in the foldout drawing
(see fig. 3): to the left of the ship, a figure dives under the sea after a sinking
piece of iron; below, two figures slice rope with their teeth; and two figures
hold tied-up coconuts while another ties the rope thrown from the ship
toward a set of coconuts.27 Instead of focusing on the Spanish fascination
for the encounter with new worlds, the illustration emphasizes differences
between those who are on the ship and the naked individuals who are
beyond it, closer to nature. Within the context of the image, the ship is not
merely an accurate depiction of the Manila galleon; rather, it is a symbolic
element that enables the author-artist to create a distinctive, Iberian ethnic
attribute that separates and differentiates the Spaniards from those represented beyond the vessel. In this respect, the contrast between the small boats
and the larger Spanish ship has a similar function to the opposition between
the nudity of Indians and the clothes and ornaments of the Spaniards on
author of the account. Only the flagship or Capitana reached Manila safely, on 31 May, with
the new governor, Gómez Pérez Dasmariñas, and his son Don Luis. Boxer’s hypothesis aligns
perfectly with the visual and textual opening of the codex, which may represent the arrival in
Manila of the new governor and his son.
25 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 308.
26 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 308.
27 This clear text-image correspondence suggests that the person who commissioned the
drawings in some cases indicated specific information to the painter about the topic and items
to be depicted.
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board. In both cases, the creator of the image develops a language that continuously emphasizes ethnic distinction by means of technologies, instruments, clothes, and body ornaments.

Native Painters and Global Imaginaries
The foldout drawing depicting the Manila galleon displays elements typical
of Chinese drawing styles, including the flattened perspective and the stylized waves of the ocean, which indicate that the illustration was most probably created by an artist of Sangley origin.28 In the drawing, the artist
depicted the sea with transparent undulations similar to techniques adopted
by Chinese and Japanese painters, as seen in other paintings of the period.29
The foldout image also includes European iconographic elements, such as
the upper border, which Charles Boxer associated with the frames of books
of hours made in the Low Countries during the sixteenth century.30
While the author of the BC does not provide information regarding the
identity of the painter or painters employed, it was not a rare practice to
include images made by artists native to the Americas and Asia in Iberian
manuscripts. In New Spain and Peru, scholars and missionaries such as
Bernardino de Sahagún (ca. 1499–1590), Francisco Hernández (1514–1587),
Diego Durán (ca. 1537–1588), and Martín de Murúa (1525–1618) incorporated images made by native artists into their manuscripts. In the Philippines, Chinese artists established in Manila also contributed paintings to
manuscripts. As in the case of the BC, the painters of these codices combined

28 The term Sangley was used by Spaniards to describe a person of Chinese ancestry. Although
it refers commonly to the specific community of Chinese people who moved from China, mainly
Fujian, to other islands, the term was often used as a synonym for Chinese.
29 This is, for instance, seen in the waves of some Japanese folding screens, which also
represent the arrival of Iberians to Japan in the so-called Black Ships or Kurofune, and in
Chinese drawings and maps.
30 As John N. Crossley has also identified, the upper frame is similar to the book of hours
of the spouse of the governor Gómez Pérez Dasmariñas. See John N. Crossley, “The Religiosity
of Gómez Pérez Dasmariñas, Governor General of the Philippines, 1590–1593,” Philippiniana
Sacra 48 (2013): 241–52.
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different stylistic elements and developed what Serge Gruzinski defined as a
mestizo art. In his examination of the illustrations of the Codex Durán, a
history of New Spain authored by the Dominican friar Diego Durán around
1581, and the Codex Casanatense, a set of illustrations of peoples encountered by the Portuguese in the Indian and Pacific oceans, Gruzinski observed
that the artists at work in both codices developed techniques through which
the Europeanization of subjects, and of the artistic techniques employed,
underscored the very existence of an Iberian form of westernization that
furthered the globalization of the arts in the Renaissance.31
In Adriano de las Cortes’s Relación de la Entrada de Algunos Padres de la
Compañía de Jesús en la China, the author requested that a Sangley artist
produce drawings to accompany the travel account that he wrote in Manila
after a period of captivity in China (1625–26). As de las Cortes (1578–1629)
observes, he chose a Chinese-trained painter because, “regarding the accuracy of features and characteristic things from China and the Chinese, their
paintings correspond better to what they represent, and it would be difficult
for a European painter to make them as vividly and properly as they do.”32
Father de las Cortes explains that the art of the Chinese Sangleyes was
esteemed not only because of the skill the artists showed in copying European techniques, but also because the artists were better at providing accurate visual depictions of cultures and people from China. This example
shows how illustrations made by native artists acted as visual testimonies
inasmuch they authenticated a native experience about local cultures. Spaniards valued native images for their accuracy and reliability, what de las
Cortes calls images drawn al vivo, or from life. As Claudia Swan has written
regarding early modern botany, “the inclusion of lifelike images, or images
made from the life, was touted in the title of nearly every illustrated natural
historical publication of this era.”33 As the above example shows, similar

31 Serge Gruzinski, Las cuatro partes del mundo: Historia de una mundialización (Mexico:
FCE, 2015), 336.
32 Adriano de las Cortes, Viaje de la China, ed. Beatriz Moncó Rebollo (Madrid: Alinza
Editorial, 1991), 330. Author’s English translation of the text.
33 Claudia Swan, “Illustrated Natural History,” in Prints and the Pursuit of Knowledge in Early
Modern Europe, ed. Susan Dackerman (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Art Museums, 2011), 189.
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expressions of the importance of veristic representation are found in ethnographic manuscripts and publications from the Iberian world.
In the Iberian colonies of Asia and the New World, the production of
native visual testimonies was based not solely on the experiential knowledge
of an artist-witness, but also on the relationships established among local
artists, officials, and informants. Rather than being the product of an isolated local experience, the inclusion of images in manuscripts was linked
to the development of a globalized Iberian epistemology. In this sense, the
BC is not a rare artifact, but, instead, it is a codex that develops methods
adopted at the request of colonial administrations in other Iberian manuscripts. Among the Iberian codices that include ethnographic depictions,
the aforementioned Codex Casanatense (Rome, Biblioteca Casanatense, MS
1889), a Portuguese manuscript dating from the 1580s, shares several important elements with the BC. The Codex Casanatense (hereafter CC) includes
images of African and Asiatic types, and it also focuses on male and female
costume pairs. As Jeremiah Losty has noted, the compositions found in the
codex “echo those in the prints in the ‘couples and customs’ books that were
only just beginning to appear in Europe.”34
According to Losty, “the artist of the illustrations in the CC was trained
in a Sultanate studio early in the sixteenth century, possibly in Mandu or
Gujarat.”35 Although the CC employs different techniques and painting styles
than the BC, it likewise reproduces an ethnographic catalog of visual testimonies that concentrates on the costumes of men and women. Illustrations
in the CC (figs. 4, 5, and 6) contain captions in Portuguese that refer to the
ethnic identities depicted in the image. These captions also used the term
esta gente or just gente to initiate the textual description of a particular ethnic
group. As in the BC, the CC is conceived as a catalog of beautifully
ornamented bodies. However, the artist of the CC also includes plants, flowers, trees, horses, and other decorative accoutrements. From this perspective,
the CC concentrates more on visual transmission than does the BC, which
34 Jeremiah Losty, Codex Casanatense 1889: An Indo-Portuguese Sixteenth Century Album in
a Roman Library (unpublished PDF essay), 2014.
35 Losty, Codex Casanatense 1889. For the Codex Casanatense, see João Paulo Oliveira e
Costa, Anais de História de Além-Mar 13 (Lisbon, Ponta Delgada: CHAM, 2012).
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Figure 4. Translation of caption in figure: “These people are called Resbutos (Rajputs).

They live in the wild places of the kingdom of Cambay and maintain themselves by robbery.
They are very brave men and great horsemen and bowmen. Their law is that of the Gentiles.”
Rome, Biblioteca Casanatense, MS 1889, pp. 59–60.

additionally contains long textual chapters devoted to the people and cultures of Southeast Asia. However, in both the BC and the CC the great
majority of illustrations are portraits of paired female and male figures that
are differentiated from one another through depictions of costumes, body
ornaments, tools, and physical appearances.
Both the CC and the BC are manuscripts aligned with other European
efforts to provide reliable visual records of the peoples from Africa, Asia,
and the Americas. The participation of native and non-native artists in the
rise of a specifically Iberian mode of scientific empiricism was closely associated with the creation of a new visual rhetoric of ethnography. As in the
work of botanists and anatomists, this emergent brand of ethnography not
only enabled authors to expand knowledge, but also inflected the formation of group identity and group difference in the broader Iberian world. As
https://repository.upenn.edu/mss_sims/vol6/iss1/4
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Figure 5. Translation of caption in figure: “People from Sinde, they are called Sindis
(Sindhis).” Rome, Biblioteca Casanatense, MS 1889, pp. 37–38.

mentioned in the introduction, the process of assigning ethnic identities to
groups that converged in or emerged from colonial relationships integrated
diverse local ways of depicting people. In this sense, native artists not only
contributed their skills to the production of ethnographic knowledge, but
also participated in the formation of a visual epistemology that incorporated
multiple gazes into the practice of hierarchizing ethnic identities. The production of “lifelike images” in artifacts such as the BC and in costume books
depicting ethnic groups was part of an emergent visual epistemology that
tended to naturalize constructed ethnic hierarchies by means of images. In
this respect, the visual culture of manuscripts and printed books enabled new
techniques of racialization based on constructed taxonomies that, presented
as natural and authentic through local and reliable images, generated new
ways of creating ethnic difference. Instead of reducing otherness to a single
Iberian gaze, it was through the entanglement of local productions, colonial
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Figure 6. Translation of caption in figure: “[These] People live close to China, in the
same coast, they are brave men of war, they have huge bodies. They are called botachina.
Gentiles.” Rome, Biblioteca Casanatense, MS 1889, pp. 138–139.
mixtures, and naturalized ethnic depictions that new forms of taxonomizing
ethnic groups by means of images emerged as one of the dominant cultural
paradigms of the early modern period.

Ornaments, Weapons, and Gender Distinctions
After the foldout drawing and the account describing the Ladrones and
Spanish naval ascendancy in the Pacific Ocean, the BC describes people from
the Pacific Ocean and the Malaysian archipelago, such as the Cagayans,
Sambals, Visayans, Moros, and Tagalogs, as well as people from Brunei, the
Maluku Islands, and Java. In the first ten accounts, the author writes in the
first person and interrelates the different groups described in the codex
without developing detailed distinctions regarding their perceived idolatrous
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practices, as in other works published during the same period.36 Similarly,
the author considers the Visayans’ beliefs to be ridiculous: “The beliefs held
by the Visayans regarding the origin and beginning of the world are ridiculous, riddled with thousands of absurdities.”37 Instead of detailing and then
judging these beliefs morally, the author merely observes that these ideas
are quite funny: “una cosa harto para rreyr.” These careless observations
contrast with the detailed descriptions and positive estimation of the Visayans’ tattoos:
It is the custom of the Visayans to tattoo their bodies with very
elegant figures. There are made with red-hot brass irons by highly
trained artisans who are masters at their art. The figures are drawn
with such order, symmetry, and coordination that they elicit admiration from those who see them. They are made in the manner of
decorations. The men tattoo their bodies all over, including their
chests, stomachs, legs, arms, thighs—some men even tattoo their
faces. The women tattoo only their hands, and do so most elegantly.
For the men these tattoos function as clothing, giving them an
acceptable appearance, even though they are generally naked,
wearing nothing more than a cotton cloth two fathoms long.38
Instead of considering the Visayans’ tattoos ridiculous or ugly, the author
defines these “elegant figures” as admirable. He observes the order, symmetry, and coordination of drawings, defining the tattoos as a sort of clothing that gives those bearing them an acceptable appearance. Placed at the
beginning of the chapter, these visual and artistic appraisals communicate
the aesthetic interest and fascination of the author, who provides an illustration of two Visayans facing each other and thereby showing the back and
front of their respective tattooed bodies (fig. 7). Such an illustration also

36 For instance, José de Acosta developed systematic distinctions among types of idolatry in
his Historia Natural y Moral de las Indias (1590). See José de Acosta, Historia natural y moral
de las Indias (Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2006).
37 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 336.
38 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 334–35.
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Figure 7. Visayans, tattooed couple. Bloomington, Indiana University
Bloomington, Lilly Library, LMC 2444 (Boxer Codex), fol. 23v.
suggests that images were produced in order to display essential characteristics by representing the complete visuality of naked, tattooed bodies.
The account also includes a description of the Visayans’ sexual behavior:
“Finally, they have a custom connected with the sin of the flesh that is the
most unusual practice ever; it has never been seen or heard of before and
seems the epitome of their vices and bestialities in this regard. It consists of
the men placing and wearing on their genital member a sort of hoop or ring
https://repository.upenn.edu/mss_sims/vol6/iss1/4
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with round tips that extend outward, as depicted in the drawing in this
margin.”39 Drawn by an unknown artist, the penis ring is accompanied by
an explanation: “they experience great pleasure in this, especially the women.
Some of these hoops or rings are very large, there being more than thirty
kinds, each with its own name; the general word for them in their language
is sagra.”40 Located in the left margin of the folio, the drawing suggests that
the author commanded visual depictions intended to make visible visual elements that characterized a particular group (fig. 8). Although he observes
that it is an inhuman practice, he provides the native term for the ring and
indicates that it is something never seen or heard of before. Unlike the author’s
description of religious beliefs, which lacks subtle distinctions, the accounts
of tattoos, physical appearances, and sexual practices are accurate and detailed.
After the section describing the Visayans, the author begins a chapter
about the Moros. In this section, he repeatedly compares the costumes of
the Moros with those of the aforementioned Visayans. Distinctions between
Visayans and Moros are also developed in chapters describing the Brunei
and Maluku Islands, where there was a sultanate. In the Brunei section, the
author refers to Nur Alam, the sultan who ruled the island, “who while
prince went by a different name, Sultan Rijal,” and whose domain “is 280
leagues to the south-west of Manila.”41 Moreover, the author signals that
the Islamic origins of Brunei go back three hundred years, to the time when
the sultan Yusso reached the island after a long journey and thereafter went
to China to obtain legitimacy: “This Chinese Emperor conferred on him
the title of king and authorized his use of his royal insignias and coat-of-
arms, which the king of Brunei possesses this day. And seeing that this
Sultan Yusuf was a bachelor, he married him to a Sangley woman, who . . .
was a relative of the Chinese Emperor.”42 As the author observes, the Moros
of the sultanate in Brunei were mingled with a Chinese ancestor, a Sangley
woman. In figure 9, the artist depicts the woman with clothes, and her skin
39
40
41
42

Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 354.
Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 354–55.
Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 397.
Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 402–3.
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Figure 8. Visayans, penis ring. Bloomington, Indiana University Bloomington, Lilly
Library, LMC 2444 (Boxer Codex), fol. 41v.
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Figure 9. Bruneian couple. Bloomington,

Indiana University Bloomington, Lilly Library,
LMC 2444 (Boxer Codex), fol. 72r.

Figure 10. Sangley couple. Bloomington,
Indiana University Bloomington, Lilly Library,
LMC 2444 (Boxer Codex), fol. 204r.

color is whiter than that of her partner, who holds a scimitar and wears only
a white bandage.
The BC does not differentiate among ethnic groups alone; it also constructs differences between men and women of the same group. The author
observes in the section regarding the Maluku Islands that “the men are
husky and grow handsome beards and moustaches. And their speech is very
courteous and polished and they address each other well. They dress in the
manner of the Indians from Luzon, except that they wear silk and gauze
and other linens from India.”43 The author thus characterizes the Malaku
inhabitants by their physical attributes, comparing them to the inhabitants
of Luzon. The corresponding description of Malaku women also highlights
43 Souza ad Turley, The Boxer Codex, 429.
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Figure 11. Maluku woman. Blooming-

ton, Indiana University Bloomington, Lilly
Library, LMC 2444 (Boxer Codex), fol. 87v.

Figure 12. Maluku man. Bloomington,
Indiana University Bloomington, Lilly Library,
LMC 2444 (Boxer Codex), fol. 88r.

their physical attributes, but it does so by underlining their whiteness
and desirable qualities (fig. 11): “The clothing of the women consists of
short garments that reach mid-thigh and small jackets with very long ruffled
sleeves. And the leading women wear velvet jackets with half-sleeves, and
on their wrists and arms they wear a lot of bracelets made of gold, silver,
and pearls, and on their foreheads a tight ribbon with many precious stones
and valuable pearls. These women are tall, plump, vigorous and beautiful, and
many of them are white.”44

44 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 429. The author applies the Spanish term juboncillos
(a diminutive of the Spanish word jubón, doublet in English) to speak about the velvet jacket
of the Maluku woman, 130.
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The textual description of the leading woman from the Maluku Islands
follows the illustrations, which presents a white woman with a jacket that
matches the author’s description. As in the text, the image shows the
woman with bracelets made of gold and pearls, and with a tight ribbon with
stones and pearls on her head. Moreover, the whiteness of the woman and
the focus on the sophistication of her clothes and ornaments contrast with
the dark color of the Maluku warrior, who is depicted without jewelry and
in a more modest fashion that emphasizes his weapons (fig. 12).
Visual distinctions between male and female figures are constructed not
only through differences between clothes and ornaments (jewelry and
weaponry), but also through differences in skin color. In the illustrations of
people from Brunei (fig. 9), Sangleyes (fig. 10), Moluccans (figs. 11 and 12),
Cagayans (figs. 13 and 14), Sambals (figs. 15 and 16), Japanese, and Tatars
(fig. 17) among others, the artist tended to depict women with lighter tones,
especially when the female figure is not holding weaponry. On the contrary,
when women are holding weapons, as was the case for the Ladrones (figs. 1
and 2), Sambals, Bisayans (figs. 7 and 8), and Negrillos (fig. 18), the artist
tended to darken their skin color. This tendency reflects a general pattern
in the production of gender distinctions among ethnic groups in the BC.
Uncivilized and belligerent characters, both male and female, are depicted
with dark colors, while the more civilized groups—those with sophisticated
costumes—exhibit female figures with lighter colors, ornamental complements, and no weapons.
Moreover, whereas the author observes gender distinctions between the
female and male figures among the Cagayans and Moluccans, he does not
develop these distinctions in the chapter devoted to the Ladrones and the
Sambals. In the description of the Sambals, the author qualifies them as
cruel people that “eat their meat raw, even more thoroughly than dogs do,
because when they kill a carabao, which is a buffalo, they cut it open and eat
its unwashed intestines, and this they consider a great delight.”45 When the
author characterizes one group as particularly primitive, uncivilized, and
cruel, he obliterates gender distinctions and emphasizes nudity and animality,

45 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 328–29.
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Figure 13. Cagayan woman. Bloomington,

Indiana University Bloomington, Lilly Library,
LMC 2444 (Boxer Codex), fol. 7v.

Figure 14. Cagayan man. Bloomington,
Indiana University Bloomington, Lilly Library,
LMC 2444 (Boxer Codex), fol. 8r.

as we see in descriptions of the Ladrones, the Sambals, and the Negrito,
identified in the codex as Negrillos. In these groups, nudity and bestiality are
underlined through associations with body ornaments. For instance, instead
of holding fans and wearing jewelry and sophisticated costumes, Sambals are
depicted with weapons and animals. However, when the artist paints a female
Sambal character without weapons, he whitens her color and depicts a bird
in her hand that makes up for the lack of armaments (fig. 16).
In the BC, the characterization of people as savages and their association
with animality is not just related to climate theories and geography, as in
the earliest examples of costume books. For instance, as Surekha Davies has
observed, in François Desprez’s Recueil de la diversité des habits, which is one
of the earliest European costume books, “the inhabitants of Asia and Africa
appear in graceful clothing that covers their bodies,” and the lands to the west
of the Atlantic are described as places where “even quasi-human animals and
https://repository.upenn.edu/mss_sims/vol6/iss1/4
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Figure 15. Sambals preparing the carabao.

Bloomington, Indiana University Bloomington, Lilly Library, LMC 2444 (Boxer Codex),
fol. 19v.

Figure 16. Sambal men and women.

Bloomington, Indiana University Bloomington, Lilly Library, LMC 2444 (Boxer Codex),
fol. 20r.

monsters (a monkey standing on his hind legs while wearing a cloak and
carrying a club, and a cyclopes) appear.”46 By contrast, instead of being
associated with geography and the environment, the production of visual
arguments about particular groups in the BC depended more on local interactions and knowledge provided by informants, and on the ensuing creation
of taxonomies constructed by means of images. From this perspective, the
BC relies upon images that were presented as “made from nature” to generate ethnic distinctions based on physical attributes and body ornaments.
46 François Desprez, Recueil de la diversité des habits qui sont de present en usaige tant es pays
d’Europe, Asie, Affrique et Isles sauvages, le tout fait apres le naturel (Paris, 1562); Surekha Davies,
Renaissance Ethnography and the Invention of the Human: New Worlds, Maps, and Monsters
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 261.
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Beyond its images, the BC adduces indigenous words about elements of
the cultures it describes. In addition to the aforementioned sagra sexual
device, the BC proffers a native vocabulary that enabled the author to textually describe the clothes that are depicted. For instance, the descriptions of
Cagayan clothes show that both the writer and the painter were re-creating
ornaments drawn from native visual and textual languages (figs. 13 and 14).
Instead of merely importing Spanish vocabulary, the author combines
names in Tagalog and Spanish to create essential characteristics that are
depicted visually. According to the author, the customary clothing worn by
men of the Cagayan group are bahagi, which in Tagalog refers to a loincloth,
and “most of the natives go about naked.”47 The Cagayan women’s “dress is
the chinina, which reaches to the navel; it has long sleeves and is tied at the
back with a ribbon. They wear short skirts that reach to the knees. On their
heads they artfully braid a thin piece of rattan.”48 Described in Spanish as
“bejuco muy bien labrado y delgado,” this thin piece of rattan worn by
women “into their long hair, which they treat with their oils” is depicted in
the illustration of the Cagayan women included above (fig. 13).49
The chinina is also depicted by the artist as reaching the navel, as mentioned in the description of the Cagayan woman, and as having long sleeves.
According to Antonio de Morga, who glossed certain indigenous vocabulary
in the Sucesos de las Islas Filipinas (1609), the chinina is “a certain collarless
garments of cangan [a rough cotton fabric], sewed together in the front, and
with short sleeves, and reaching slightly below the waist; some were blue
and others black, while chiefs had some red ones.”50 In this sense, the production of ethnographic knowledge in the BC occurs through visual statements associated with indigenous vocabulary. The adoption of native names
contributes to the visual production of body ornaments for each group. It
is through the close relationship between images and words that a visual argument emerges and allows the author to integrate pictures into ethnographic

47 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 318. Bahaques in the manuscript (9v). In Tagalog,
bahag means loincloth.
48 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 323.
49 Translation in Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 323.
50 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 323.
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knowledge. Far from being a rare approach, these combinations were also
used in numerous codices, natural histories, and chronicles produced in
New Spain and Peru during the same period, such as Francisco Hernández’s
natural history of New Spain, which combined paintings made by local
artists with native names in Nahuatl and other indigenous languages in
order to describe plants, animals, and minerals, as well as the clothing of
Mexican social groups.51

Conclusions and Blank Pages in the Ethnographic Dictionary
As in treatises on natural history, botany, and anatomy, the text-image
relationship developed in the BC is not that of a text simply describing an
image. On the contrary, it is through an organic interaction between images
and texts that the codex develops a narrative about people and cultures from
the Philippines, Southeast Asia, and China. Illustrations provided visual
arguments that enabled the author to make ethnic differences visible
through physical characteristics and body ornaments. Moreover, gender
distinctions and the interest in providing a visual dictionary of social types
represent one of the main themes of the codex. This is seen in the first series
of ethnographic sections of the codex as well as in sections devoted to the
tributary neighbors of China, the Chinese deities, and the Chinese bestiary.
The preeminence of images over text is evident from the series of blank
pages placed after certain illustrations, which indicate that the compiler
organized the codex by selecting images first, before adding the textual
account. In some sections, the compiler left blank pages for dictionary
entries without definitions. In some empty sections, the author seems to
have lacked the time to write an account, so he left blank pages after the
illustrations. This is seen after the illustration of the Negrito group mentioned above (fig. 18), in the section on tributary neighbors and the Tatars
(fig. 17)—where the author refers the reader with a short caption to Martin
51 Although these codices were lost in the great fire of El Escorial monastery in 1671, we
know from Sigüenza’s description (Historia de la orden de los Jerónimos, 1604) that Hernández
also produced ethnographic depictions of people from Mexico.
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Figure 17. Tartars. Bloomington,
Indiana University Bloomington, Lilly
Library, LMC 2444 (Boxer Codex),
fol. 198r.

Figure 18. Negrillos. Bloomington,
Indiana University Bloomington, Lilly
Library, LMC 2444 (Boxer Codex), fol. 14r.

de Rada’s account included later in the codex—in some illustrations of deities, and in several animals and birds depicted in the bestiary. The lack of
time is explicitly mentioned in the Chinese bestiary, where the author
observes that “nothing is said about some birds and animals in their frames
because of the brevity of time, which prevented us from learning the whole
story or what is said and predicted about them.”52 In this reference, the
author implies that images were factual entities that had to be decrypted
and interpreted by incorporating information provided by locals in Manila.
In the introduction to the Chinese bestiary, the author also suggests that
images were made for someone in Spain, with the purpose of making visible Asian birds and comparing them to those of Spain: some birds “have

52 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 280. My own translation.

https://repository.upenn.edu/mss_sims/vol6/iss1/4

34

Ibáñez-Aristondo: Visual Arguments and Entangled Ethnographies

130 | Manuscript Studies

been included out of curiosity, so that the difference between them and
the birds from Spain can be appreciated.”53 Through this lens, we can see
the descriptions of people and their costumes in the codex as a tool that
allows social types to be compared with other cultures and géneros de gente
known in Spain.
In this sense, the BC is a “world-making” device in dialogue with other
manuscripts and printed books that contributed to introducing the visual
productions of ethnic groups and social types from all around the world to
audiences in the Iberian peninsula. In these books, the production of ethnic
identities was predicated on physical attributes, clothes, and body ornaments, thereby embracing a language and visual rhetoric that transformed
the way in which scholars thereafter approached the practice of fabricating
these very ethnic identities. As seen in this article, the incorporation of
pictures made in a local context was a vital element that participated in the
reformulation of how networks of writers, travelers, local artists, informants,
and translators forged group identity and group difference in the early
modern world. This is one of the key elements of the BC, a manuscript
that includes pictures as an integral part of a narrative that concentrates on
the production of ethnic distinctions and taxonomies by means of visual
arguments.

53 Souza and Turley, The Boxer Codex, 647.
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